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This study was designed to explore English language teachers’ understanding of task-
based language teaching and their practices of designing tasks for teaching writing. In 
the first part, I discuss the concept of task-based language teaching, tasks and task 
design connecting with my experiences within the framework of the socio-cultural 
approach to second language acquisition. I used both unstructured and semi-structured 
interview questions to explore the lived experiences of secondary level English teachers 
of community schools of Nawalparasi district in Nepal. The study reveals mixed 
responses of participants in understanding task-based teaching and language tasks 
though they held positive perception toward the phenomenon. The findings suggest that 
teachers design tasks incorporating textual exercises as well as their (both students and 
teachers’) experiential life events for teaching writing according to their students’ level, 
need, and interest for teaching writing. The study further reveals that teachers design 
both different tasks to address the diverse learning abilities of the students. However, 
the findings also show that more exposure is needed to enable teachers to design more 
suitable tasks for teaching writing.  
 





Teaching English was perhaps the most prestigious job when I was a lower secondary level 
student in a rural village of Nepal in the 1980s. Our English teacher often used textbook 
exercises in different ways and encouraged us to complete them with interest. I still remember 
some exercises that I did with my peers in pairs and groups in which even shy students like me 
would participate. However, in the secondary level classes, the situation was different in that 
another teacher started teaching and he often asked his students to memorize the question-
answers, paragraphs, and even essays so that they could write them in the annual examinations as 
given by the teacher. As suggested by our subject teacher, I memorized most of the answers, 
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paragraphs, letters, paragraphs and essays and obtained the pass parks as well, but I soon forgot 
them.  
The English teachers in my university classes also gave lectures most of the times and 
focused their teaching in supplying their diary notes. Their notes included summaries and 
answers to exam-focused questions, so we had to memorize them even without understanding. 
Students were motivated towards memorizing the subject matter rather than developing 
creativity and communication skills in their students because the evaluation used to be done 
through pen-paper examinations for three hours to each subject. However, this system has almost 
been replaced by semester system education today in which students are evaluated based on their 
class attendance, participation, presentations, group discussions and the like.  
Since I went to college in the morning, I started teaching English in primary and lower 
secondary classes in an institutional school in the day shift in 2005. Like my teachers, I read the 
lessons using familiar words and phrases and translating the difficult texts to the students, 
supplied ready-made answers to textbook exercises, and asked them to memorize them. 
Although I was little aware from some of my teachers that I had to engage students in using the 
English language freely in the class, I was not allowed to do so because of the strict rule of the 
school. It was a private school, and the teachers had to keep their students silent during their 
class. I also experienced that a few English teachers engaged us in some meaningful activities to 
help us use language which I later realized them as ‘tasks’. By tasks, I mean any language 
activities which engage learners in discussion or negotiation in pairs or groups to reach a 
conclusion. Comer (2007) exemplifies a task as tracing a route on a map, as the learners listen to 
instructions of how to travel from one place to another.  
I experience that those communicative tasks implemented by our teacher at school helped 
even shy learners like me to participate in the discussion and so helped in learning a language 
more naturally than just by listening to their teachers in the class. Nunan (1989) defines a 
communicative task as a piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, 
manipulating, producing, or interacting in the target language focusing their attention on 
meaning rather than form. These tasks not only enhance language learning in the learners but 
also provide some guidelines to solve the problems that they face. Nunan further states that 
language tasks provide a purpose for the activity which goes beyond the practice of language for 
its own sake. One of our teachers sometimes brought tasks even from out of the course books 
and implemented in the class. Kumaravadivelu (1994) views tasks more broadly as an element in 
the teaching repertoire that teachers draw on. Sometimes he seemed so busy preparing tasks at 
his office even at leisure. I was motivated to write in English from his classes. I remembered 
those lessons relatively for longer in which the teacher engaged me in pairs or groups than those 
memorized. My experience of engaging in tasks is similar to that of Ellis’ (2003) assertion that 
learners engage in cognitive processes like listing, selecting, sequencing, ranking, comparing or 
contrasting, classifying, ordering, reasoning, and evaluating information to carry out a 
pedagogical task.  
My experience of learning, though with a few teachers, through language tasks and some 
theoretical exposure on task-based language teaching (TBLT) in the university encouraged me to 
design language tasks for teaching writing at my workplace as well. Though I was unknown 
about how language tasks are designed, I started bringing some pictures of accidents or 
landslides. I divided the class into groups of three to four students in each, elicited information 
and ideas from them, and asked them to compose paragraphs, stories, or news items. The 
discourse among language educators about using TBLT shows that it is an important approach in 
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developing language skills. Richards (2005) states TBLT focuses on the process of language 
teaching in which communicative activities are at the center of the syllabus and instructional 
goals. Thus my experience of learning and teaching, the discourse among language experts, and 
the available literature increased my curiosity in exploring how language teachers design tasks 
for teaching writing at the secondary level.  
I have experienced the need for a study in the Nepalese English language context to 
explore how teachers’ design tasks.  Thus, this paper aims to explore the ways the teachers adopt 
in designing language tasks to teach writing in secondary classes. With this purpose, I set these 
research questions: How do English language teachers perceive task-based language teaching? 
What things do they consider while designing tasks? How do English teachers design language 
tasks? 
Theoretical Framework 
This study is supported by two theoretical considerations which are as follows: 
Socio-cultural Approach to Second Language Acquisition  
Pedagogical tasks are selected with reference to some theory or model of second 
language acquisition (Nunan, 1989), so I used socio-cultural approach to Second Language 
Acquisition (SLA) to provide theoretical support to this study. Socio-cultural perspective on 
language learning is that language use is fundamental which takes place in real-world situations 
(Zuengler & Miller, 2006), and it claims that Lantolf and Thorne (2006) language learning 
through physical, social, and symbolic objects develops in and because of learners’ interaction 
with various socio-cultural settings (as cited in Lai & Li, 2011).  Lai and Li further state that the 
socio-cultural perspective supports the value of TBLT in offering opportunities for scaffolding 
and collaborative interactions that are the essence of learning. Thus, the socio-cultural approach 
to SLA offers important theoretical support for TBLT in that it provides and enables for acting 
and achieving language goals through completing authentic tasks. 
The socio-cultural theory states that while accomplishing tasks, students construct their 
own knowledge through discussion and negotiation in pairs and groups with their peers 
(Vygotsky, 1986). Vygotsky further states that learning occurs when students work on tasks 
within reach of their abilities or they are in their zone of proximal development (ZPD). Suhendi 
and Purwarno (2018) also support Vygotsky stating that learning takes place through interactions 
with peers, teachers, and the world-at-large. Therefore, teachers should consider factors such as 
the level, needs, and interests of their students while designing language tasks so that they use 
language for developing communication skills.     
In designing communicative language tasks, Nunan (1989) suggests task-based teachers 
focus on linguistic form. Similarly, Rutherford (1987) believes that a linguistic focus, in the form 
of grammatical consciousness-raising activities, should be incorporated into task design. 
However, Prabhu (1987) believes that it is not necessary to provide practice activities which 
focus on individual linguistic components as a preliminary to engagement in communicative 
tasks, so he argues in developing competence in a second language. However, these tasks should 
help the learners develop communicative skills they will need for carrying out real-world 
communicative tasks beyond the classroom, and hence, classroom tasks should be made to 
mirror the real-world tasks.  
In this study, I applied the qualitative research design to explore the research participants’ 
understanding and practices on designing language tasks for teaching writing. Denzin and 
Linclon (2014) define qualitative research as a multi-methodic design which goes for subjective 
and multiple realities based on the experiences, cultures and contexts of the participants. This 
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research explores the issues that take place during the task design, and it makes a subjective 
interpretation of the phenomenon regarding the practices of language tasks design. This study 
design draws meaning from the participants' lived experiences and understandings of tasks 




Since my study is qualitative, I adopted phenomenology as the method in this research. First, I 
piloted my interview questions on six English teachers in Nawalparasi district, Nepal, and 
purposively selected two of them for my research. I selected them because they showed a certain 
degree of understanding of TBLT and agreed to share their lived experiences of tasks design for 
teaching writing. Both participants had been teaching for more than five years in different 
secondary level community schools in the district.  
I interviewed the participants using open-ended and unstructured questions based on the 
purpose and research questions of this study. The research questions included: What do you 
think is your understanding of language tasks? How long have you been using tasks for teaching 
writing in your class? Does the course you teach contain sufficient tasks for teaching writing? 
What things do you consider while designing the tasks? How do you make use of textbooks 
while designing tasks? How is it like for you to design tasks for teaching writing of your own?   
Before starting the interview, I developed a friendly rapport with the participants. I made 
them feel comfortable with some personal and familial discussions and then stated my research 
purpose. I also ensured their confidentiality throughout my research. During the interview, I 
explored their understandings of language tasks and practices of designing tasks for teaching 
writing. I met them several times for the interviews expecting that I could explore something 
new in every visit. After I explored the fully saturated information to address the research 
questions and to meet the purpose of my study, I transcribed their sharing in Nepali and then 
translated the text into the English language. I generated themes making use of the audio 
recordings and the notes taken during the interview to identify my participants’ significant 
opinions, attitudes, experiences and comments about their experience of task design.  
Language teaching approaches and methods have been constantly changing their scope 
and focus. I believe the findings of this study will be useful to language teachers, syllabus 
designers, textbook writers and the researchers who would like to further explore on TBLT. 
First, it will shed light on the processes of task design for teaching writing at the secondary level. 
Then it looks forward to getting the attention of the language teachers, especially of English, to 
make them think about the different technique of teaching writing rather than just adopting the 
traditionally accepted lecture method. Similarly, syllabus designers may consider the findings of 
this research and inculcate the necessary contents for improving students’ writing skills through 
communicative tasks. In addition, it will be significant to textbook writers that they can include 
the language tasks for engaging learners and enhance their overall communication skills, and 
with special consideration on writing. In the same way, this study hopes to be a guiding tool for 
further research studies on TBLT in general and tasks design for teaching writing in the Nepalese 
context in particular. Finally, it will also increase my reflectivity in developing my teaching 
profession improving my knowledge and experience on the phenomenon.  
This finding of the study show that there is a gap between the teachers’ understanding of 
language tasks and their practices of designing tasks for teaching writing though they claimed 
they design and implement tasks in their English classes. The gap in the study can be explained 
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in terms of time limitations, lack of teachers’ familiarity and training on TBLT and large class 
size.   
 
Results and Discussion 
 
I have drawn the following themes in two sub-headings based on the interpretation and analysis 
of the information elicited from the participants during interviews. The first sub-heading deals 
with the participants’ understanding of task-based language teaching and tasks, and the second 
with the techniques they use while designing language tasks for teaching writing.  
 
Teachers’ Understanding of TBLT and Tasks 
 
In the study, the participants showed a certain degree of understanding of task-based language 
teaching as they claimed that it helps students develop their communicative skills. They claimed 
that their students feel freedom in working with their peers in task-based classes. Amini et al. 
(2019) also explored a higher level of understanding and positive attitude attitudes of Iranian 
teachers towards using task-based language teaching. In the following excerpt from an interview, 
one participant commented:  
“I have been using task-based instruction in my writing class for long because it is a 
student-centred approach. I know tasks are the exercises given in the textbooks such as 
fill in the blanks, matching items, writing recipes, preparing travel plans, etc.”   
Although the participants in this study identified the relevant concept of TBLT, they 
perceived tasks and all other exercises as the same. Similar findings were drawn from Lin and 
Wu’s (2012) study in Taiwan that most English teachers incorrectly hold the understandings of 
the main concept of a task that they feel it is similar to an exercise. However, another participant 
remarked: 
“When I started to use task-based teaching, I am happy that my students enjoy learning 
with their peers, and they don’t often feel they are learning……but they at least they write 
something on the given topic. First, I choose activities to develop their day-to-day 
communication skills like writing mobile SMS or emails. When I find them interested, I 
select tasks for improving their formal writing skills. And you know, they enjoy writing in 
pairs!”     
The participant did not show a clear distinction between tasks and activities in her 
sharing; however, she implicitly shared the dichotomies of tasks stated by Ellis and Shintani 
(2014) who classify tasks as unfocused and focused tasks. The first type of tasks provides 
students with opportunities for using the language for day to day communication, and the second 
type focuses on engaging them to use language for some specific linguistic feature such as 
grammatical structure.  
    
Techniques Used by Teachers to Design Tasks for Teaching Writing 
 
Designing pedagogical tasks is a challenge for teachers. Learners’ interest, level and need, the 
objectives of developing language skills in the students is essential from the part of task 
designers. Willis (1996) states that student-centered teachers design tasks that make their 
learners participate in a complete interaction through negotiating openings and closings, new 
stages of direction in pair and groups on any language skill learning. In the interview, one 
participant stated:  
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I don’t have much idea about the theory of this method (TBLT), but I get my students to 
learn through the activities I myself prepare. In the beginning stages, I prepare easier 
tasks like writing about their family…a paragraph, let’s say. For this, I prepare some 
questions like: How many members, males -females, elderly-adults-children, educated-
literate-illiterate, etc. are there in your family? These questions will help me to engage 
the students to use language freely in pairs and groups, and write and compare if their 
family members share any characteristics.   
Though the participant honestly stated that he is not much familiar with the theory of task 
design, he showed his knowledge in the practice of designing easier tasks before the more 
complex ones. Robinson (2003) also observes that preparing simple to complex sequences of 
tasks will lead to automaticity and efficient scheduling of the components of complex second 
language task performance. I explored that they design easier and shorter tasks in the beginning 
stages and gradually move toward more complex and longer ones from writing paragraphs about 
their or each others’ families to writing descriptive or analytical essays on small or extended 
families, for example. The finding is similar to that of DeKeyser (2000) who states that 
sequencing tasks from the simple to complex creates more confidence in learners that they will 
automatically be engaged in using language. Another participant shared similar experiences of 
task design more vividly:  
I learnt task-based language teaching in my M. Ed. classes, so I enjoy designing writing 
tasks for my class. First I chose easier topics for teaching paragraphs writing about their 
interests, letters to their parents or relatives. While designing these activities, I first 
prepare a template of a paragraph or letter or an email so that the students understand 
the way they have to write answers. I sometimes request students to collect newspaper 
advertisements in order to teach them job applications. For the guided writing, I write 
sentences about my students or something interesting in various cardboard paper sheets 
so that the students will discuss in groups and rewrite the complete paragraph in the 
class.  
 Teaching writing through TBLT requires sufficient preparation from the part of teachers 
that they should design multifarious tasks to motivate students in the interactions to address the 
diverse learning nature of students. Teachers need to design tasks that create more choices 
(Johnson, 2003) so that the learners can participate in their areas of interest through discussion 
and negotiation. Here are two quotations illustrating how teachers understand and design tasks:  
I collect news items from newspapers, record my students’ videos, or choose some 
interesting photographs of the school, students, teachers, or any other natural places to 
ask them to write something such as a description or news or even stories in groups. I 
also prepare easier tasks to slow learners and more complex to better ones. I find quite 
difficult to design appropriate tasks to match the level of my students. Whatever I studied 
at college about tasks design has only helped me a little, but my experience of seven 
years of teaching English has helped me to do it.  
In this excerpt, the participant shows a proper understanding of tasks and designs them 
accordingly. For Johnson (2003), experienced designers identify perspectives, frameworks and 
important considerations early in the task designing process. However, another participant 
commented:   
I first choose tasks from the textbook according to the difficulty level. Then, I employ 
easier tasks such as fill in the blanks, matching items etc. to the academically poor 
students, and difficult tasks like creative writing exercises to the better learners.  
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However, in the above extract, the participant perceives all activities, even those which 
cannot evoke language use from the students, as tasks and simply assigns the textbook activities 
according to the learning ability of the students.  The findings elicited from the above excerpt is 
similar to that of most Lin and Wu’s (2012) findings in which Taiwanese English teachers, 
though had a relevant concept of task-based teaching, misunderstood the concept of a task and 




Task-based language teaching has been accepted one of the most employed methods of teaching 
English in recent years. Two teachers’ understanding of TBLT and tasks and their lived 
experiences of designing tasks for teaching writing at the secondary level were explored in this 
study. The discussion is based on the findings concerning three research questions. For the first 
research question on the understanding of task-based language teaching, the participants 
demonstrated that they had positive attitudes and a certain degree of understanding of task-based 
teaching and tasks. It shows that teachers are interested in using tasks for teaching; however, 
they perceive all textbook activities and exercises as language tasks through they do not meet the 
criteria to be tasks.  
As for the second and third research questions regarding task design, the results revealed 
mixed responses regarding the techniques of designing tasks for teaching writing despite their 
positive attitudes towards using TBLT. The participants agreed that they design and select tasks 
based on their students’ learning abilities, level, need and interest that helps engage them in 
developing communicative skills. One of the participants, however, showed a misunderstanding 
of tasks and claimed all exercises, even those which simply require students to remember a word 
or phrase and fill in the blank, as tasks. Therefore, participants’ exposure to formal classes is not 
sufficient to help them employ TBLT in teaching, but they require proper exposure and their 




Amini S. Largani, F. M. and Hedayat, B. (2019).  Exploring Iranian EFL teachers’ perspectives 
on task-based language teaching. International Journal of Research in Education 
(IJREE), 4 (4), 27-40. http://ijreeonline.com/article-1-242-en.pdf 
Comer, W. (2007). Implementing Task-Based Teaching From the Ground Up: Considerations for 
Lesson Planning and Classroom Practice. Russian Language Journal, 57, 181-203. 
www.jstor.org/stable/43669794  
DeKeyser, R. M. (2000). The robustness of critical period effects in second language acquisition.  
  SSLA, 22, 499-533. https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms  
Denzin, N.K., & Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds.) (2014). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research. 
SAGE. 
Ellis, R. & Shintani, N. (2014). Exploring language pedagogy through second language 
acquisition research. Rutledge. 
Ellis, R. (2003). Task-based language learning and teaching. Oxford University Press. 
Johnson, K. (2003). Designing language teaching tasks. Palgrave MacMillan.  
Kumaravadivelu, B. (1994). The postmethod condition: Emerging strategies for second/foreign 
language teaching. TESOL quarterly, 28(1), 27-48. doi:10.2307/3587197 
English Language Teaching and Research 
 
 
Corresponding author:          © 2020 Universitas Islam Malang 
Laxman Prasad Bhandari 
E-mail:  
72 
Lai, C. & Li, G. (2011). Technology and Task-Based Language Teaching: A Critical Review. 
CALICO journal, 28 (2). 498-521. Equinox Publishing Ltd. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/calicojournal.28.2.498 
Lin, T. B. and Wu, C.W. (2012). Teachers’ Perceptions of Task-Based Language Teaching in 
English Classrooms in Taiwanese Junior High Schools. TESOL Journal, 3(4), 586-609. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.35 
Nunan, D. (1989). Designing tasks for the communicative classroom. Cambridge University 
Press. 
Prabhu, N. S. (1987). Second language pedagogy. Oxford University Press. 
Richards, J. C. (2005). Communicative language teaching today. Cambridge University Press.   
Robinson, P. (2003). The cognition hypothesis, task design, and adult task-based language 
learning. Second Language Studies, 21(2), 45-105. 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/77238704.pdf 
Rutherford, W. (1987). Second Language Grammar: Learning and Teaching. Longman.  
Suhendi, A. and Purwarno. (2018). Constructivist learning theory: The contribution to foreign 
language learning and teaching. The 1st annual international conference on language and 
literature, KnE social sciences, pp. 87–95. DOI 10.18502/kss.v3i4.1921 
Vygotsky, L .S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological process. 
Harvard University Press. 
Willis, J. (1996). A Framework for task-based language learning. Longman. 
Zuengler, J. & Miller, E. R. (2006). Cognitive and sociological perspectives: Two parallel 
worlds?. TESOL Quarterly, 40(1), 35-58. 
http://faculty.educ.ubc.ca/norton/Zuengler%20Miller%202006%20p.pdf 
